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The reader as audience: The appeal of the writers’ festival to the
contemporary audience
Katya Johanson* and Robin Freeman
School of Communication and Creative Arts, Deakin University, Burwood, Australia
The contemporary popularity of the writers’ festival might appear something of a
contradiction, given that such festivals are based around an art form that has been
chiefly a solitary experience for the reader for several centuries. Taking the 2009 Eye of
the Storm Writers’ Festival in Alice Springs as its case study, this article examines the
motivations of the audience for participating in community-based writers’ festivals.
Interviews with audience members suggest that the writers’ festival serves a much
larger cultural and social role for the audience participant than simply increasing their
enjoyment of literature.
Of all the art forms, literature is the one most associated with solitary appreciation. While
some forms of writing are designed to be read aloud, the major contemporary forms
of writing, such as novels and creative non-fiction, require their audience (which in this
circumstance becomes a ‘readership’) to indulge in an activity that is usually silent and
solitary. This has been the case since the early Middle Ages; Manguel describes how
silence as an expectation of reading began in around the ninth century, when scribes in
monastic scriptoriums were first required to read quietly (Manguel 1996, 50). Silence then
started to dominate reading conventions in the early modern period (Saenger 1997).
Manguel notes the perceived benefits of this habit of silence. In doing so, he emphasizes
the effect on the quality of the reader’s experience:
The words no longer needed to occupy the time required to pronounce them. They could exist
in an interior space, rushing on or barely begun, fully deciphered or only half-said, while the
reader’s thoughts inspected them at leisure, drawing new notions from them, allowing
comparisons from memory or from other books left open for simultaneous perusal. The reader
had time to consider and reconsider the precious words (Manguel 1996, 51).
Yet in many western nations today, there are a growing number of practices and
institutions which indicate that there are limitations to the solitary reading of books for the
experience of this particular art form. Book discussion groups initiated by informal
collectives of readers, spoken-word events, television talk shows (such as Oprah’s Book
Club in the US and the Australian First Tuesday Book Club) and online discussion forums
(such as Facebook’s weRead and booktalk.org) all provide a social dimension to the
experience of reading.
Writers’ festivals are another category of event in which the audience experience of
reading adopts a collective and social dimension. Over the past 40 years, writers’ festivals
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in Australia have increased to include not only the long-running, signature events of
capital cities, such as Adelaide Writers’ Week and the Melbourne and Sydney writers’
festivals, but also smaller, locality-based festivals like those of Byron Bay and Mildura,
and community-based festivals like the Emerging Writers and National Young Writers.
The reader’s desire for the collective experience of being amongst an audience, albeit an
audience for an art form commodified and sold to the individual, is evident.
In 2009, the authors conducted research at the Eye of the Storm Writers’ Festival in
Alice Springs, with the aim of investigating whether and how readers perceive that
participation heightens the experience of reading. What we found was that it was not
specifically the experience of reading that had brought the audience to the festival, but
rather goals associated with writing and participating in a literary community.
The reader as audience
While a small but respectable handful of scholarly and media articles examine the content
of writers’ festivals – their political significance (Brown 2006; Davidson 2001) or cultural
merit (Meehan 2005; Ommundsen 2009) – there has been remarkably little scholarly
attention to the role played by audiences. Yet in relation to other art forms and events and
to the arts generally, research on audiences is burgeoning, as researchers sense that the
experience of being an audience member is rapidly changing. In the modernist tradition,
the dominant expectation of the western audience member is one of passivity; audiences
are expected to receive or absorb the ‘product’ of art with minimal input. Wheeler, for
example, describes the traditional institution of the performing arts:
In the usual dynamic, ‘performing artists’ are expected to entertain audiences, or perhaps
challenge them, with dramatic content. The stage is presumed to be a box separated from the
audience by a real boundary . . . From the vantage point of the artist, the audience is also
invisible and mute, except for applause, at moments prescribed by cues in the performance.
The object of attention (e.g. a play, a dance, a song, a reading) is performed by the artist while
the audience patiently watches, waiting to be enchanted by the activity taking place on stage
(Wheeler 2004, 336).
Unlike the live performing arts, the book is the product of an industrial process and is not
distinct from a commercial product in the way it is distributed. However, the tradition of
reading is similar to that of the performing arts audience in that the reader is ‘invisible and
mute’ to the author and is expected to read ‘patiently’ in order to be ‘enchanted’,
‘entertained’ and/or ‘challenged’ by the content of the book. The reader lacks even
the prescribed opportunity for contributing to the artistic process that is granted to the
audience for the performing arts: the opportunity to applaud. Indeed, it has been argued
that the fact that it was only in the early modern period that the habit of silent and solitary
reading began to replace the habit of transmitting text orally indicates that the two art
forms are ontologically cognate, and ‘we need to think of reading as the setting up of a
silent performance of the reader to him/herself’ (discussed in Bennett and Belfiore 2009,
23). Here, however, we argue that it is the modernist expectations of the audiences of
performance and reading that group them together, rather than their pre-modern history.
Yet, increasingly, we learn that arts audiences’ sense of artistic quality is based not
only on their review of the product – the book or the performance – but on their
‘experience’ as an audience member (Boorsma 2006), and this is beginning to change the
public understanding of the artistic process and the relationship between artist and
audience. Various technological developments of the twenty-first century have
unexpectedly brought the art forms that are traditionally the most industrialized, such as
304 K. Johanson and R. Freeman
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 2
0:1
0 2
4 M
ay
 20
12
 
book publishing and music recording, closer to the less industrialized, the live performing
arts, by bringing the audience closer to the creator. In his guide to artists building an
audience in a digital environment, for instance, Kirsner (2009) notes that electronic
communication has contributed to the decline in the supremacy of the art ‘dealer’ – the
record company, book distributor and movie studio – who ‘no longer control the terrain
where purchases take place’ because consumers are increasingly likely to shop online
directly from producers rather than through book and music stores. Kirsner argues that this
results in closer communication between the creator and audience. The ‘deep pockets’ of
the ‘dealers’ ‘don’t give them an insurmountable marketing advantage in a world where
blogs, YouTube videos and Facebook can be incredibly effective in building a fan base,
virtually for free’ (Kirsner 2009, 1). Indeed, writers have begun using online technologies
to promote their titles directly to readers. Book trailers – short illustrative narratives
somewhat akin to movie trailers – produced by professional and amateur authors as well
as multinational publishers, now populate the Internet ‘aimed squarely at the big users of
YouTube and Facebook: the young’ (Sullivan 2009). Sullivan’s recipe for a successful
book trailer: ‘Not too much plot: keep it intriguing, enticing, a bit mysterious. Not too
obvious images: readers want to create their own pictures of heroes and villains . . . And a
website for the reader to find out more’ (Sullivan 2009). One of the beneficial features of
social networking is the opportunity it provides for audiences, consumers or fans to feel
that they are part of a community that exists around the artwork.
As the dealer or negotiator appears to fall by the way, creators and audiences establish
new expectations of one another. There are several hallmarks of this new relationship. The
first is a desire on the part of the audience to have art ‘deindustrialized’ but also to be made
more accessible to a broader audience. The call to deindustrialize art is effectively a revolt
against the dominance of ‘the creative industries’ in the field of cultural production. The rise
of Indie films and the emergence of international websites selling handmade crafts are
examples of this revolt, again made possible by technological opportunities for dissemination
and promotion. Sabto comments on the scepticism of young audiences of the creative
industries: they ‘are thoroughly familiar with advertising’s spectacular ability to plunder
the narrative resources at its disposal [including arts], enabling it to transform criticisms of
society into objects of consumption [cultural products] themselves’ (Sabto 1998, 813).
In addition, various artistic movements (such as avant-garde, community arts, and
performance art) have rejected the elitism inherent in the modernist conception that the
arts are performed and experienced in a realm separated from other facets of life. The arts
are now seen as a ‘culturally and socially embedded phenomenon and considered the
product of social interaction’, requiring ‘confrontation with an audience to be able to
function as art’ (Boorsma 2006, 75). As Levine’s 1988 work on American cultural
distinctions showed, this is less a radical change to a previously a-historical fact, and more
a return to an earlier model of artistic practice:
To envision nineteenth-century theater audiences correctly, one might do well to visit a
contemporary sporting event in which the spectators not only are similarly heterogeneous but
are also – in the manner of both the nineteenth century and the Elizabethan era – more than
an audience; they are participants who can enter into action on the field, who feel a sense
of immediacy and at times even of control, who articulate their opinions vocally and
unmistakably (quoted in Wheeler 2004, 337).
One of the consequences of the various movements that have brought about this new
conception of art has been audiences’ call for opportunities to participate in, collaborate in
or ‘co-create’ the cultural product or process. The desire for co-creation emerged in the
publishing industry as the impact of electronic communication began to influence the
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business of publishing and printing. Cope predicted a change in the relationship between
writer and reader when he noted: ‘The [book production] system works according to the
logic of the economics of mass production, and has not adjusted to the ear of niche
markets, the sub-specialization of knowledge, and the creation of ever more finely
differentiated communities of interests, affinity and identity’ (Cope 2001, 284). Currently,
the distinction between artist and audience blurs, so much so that, Kirsner argues, the ‘very
term “audience” may be on its way to obsolescence’, and artists speak instead of creating
‘community’ or attracting ‘supporters’ (Kirsner 2009, 3). The audience thus repositions
itself in the more active role of Levine’s spectator.
Just as new audiences look for a co-creative relationship, research identifies that
contemporary artists have a heightened social obligation to recognize and encourage the
creativity of their audiences (Boorsma 2006; Keidan 2006). This heightened social
obligation leads to a growing popularity of specific art forms or movements, such as zines
and Live Art. Sabto describes the ‘twentysomething’ zine writer: ‘As well as energy and
creativity in the zine community, there is a feeling among its members that they are not
just there to express themselves but to help other young people gain the confidence and
skills to write and create too. It is almost as if creating a zine entails a corresponding social
obligation to encourage readers to find outlets for their creativity’ (Sabto 1998, 811).
Keidan describes the phenomenon of Live Art in the United Kingdom which ‘can offer a
place, a context and a process in which audiences can become involved or immersed in the
creation of artworks’ (Keidan 2006, 14).
Coupled with these desires to collaborate in and to deindustrialize or de-
commercialize art is a sense that audiences seek genuine relationships with artists in
which their contribution is respected, and are sensitive to a lack of authenticity on the part
of the artist in the relationship. Here, authenticity refers to the notion that artists should be
genuinely interested in the role and contribution of the audience. To quote Kirsner’s
advice to artists again, ‘unlike pretending to be fond of your Uncle Larry at Thanksgiving
dinner, this relationship with your audience cannot be faked’ (Kirsner 2009, 3).
Authenticity also refers to the expectation that artists should be genuinely engaged in an
artistic process foremost, rather than a commercial transaction. Sabto explains about the
young fans of zines: ‘These kids have their bullshit antennae turned right up high’ (Sabto
1998, 812). This is one of the motivations for the rejection of the intrusion of a creative
industries model into artistic processes, and for the rejection of the ‘middle-men’ in
transactions between artists and audiences.
Furthermore, changing ideas about art also alter the places that are considered
appropriate for displaying and experiencing it. Keidan describes Live Art’s ‘slippage out
of galleries, theatres and restricted cultural spaces since the 1980s and into the public
sphere, or rather the real world’ (2006, 11). Where Live Art might be made and presented
is determined by the value of these places to the creative transaction and may include, in
Keidan’s examples, a church, community centre or phone box. Live Art is, Keidan argues,
synonymous with ‘practices and approaches that could be understood as being placeless
simply because they do not necessarily fit, or often belong, in the received contexts and
frameworks art is understood to occupy’ (2006, 10).
The arts and audience research discussed here describes the contemporary ideal
qualities of audience experience as direct interaction with the artist, often outside the
traditional spaces designated for artistic processes, and without the intervention of a dealer
or professional seller. Contributing to the desire to exclude these ‘middle-men’ from the
process is a desire to experience the artistic product without the trappings of commerce.
The ideal audience experience is a relationship in which the audience contributes to the
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artistic process, through their responses and interjections into a performance. In this
context, the limitations of those dominant forms of creative writing that are designed to be
read rather than performed should be evident. So do writers’ festivals represent a shift in
the conception of the audience that is consistent with the attributes of the audience for
other art forms described here?
Audiences at the writers’ festival
The most substantial scholarly works on writers’ festival audiences derive from an
Australian Research Council grant funded project on ‘Australian literature and public
culture’ (ALPC), and include Meehan’s ‘The word made flesh’ and Ommundsen’s
‘Literary festivals and cultural consumption’. Meehan (2005) identifies in the ‘carnality’
of the festival a particular kind of relationship between audience and artist that holds many
of the features described above. The festival, Meehan argues, creates an ostensible
non-industrialized communication point for the audience to experience the work: ‘the
“disembodied” and depersonalized commodity of the book, the packaged and boundaried
text, is sheeted back to physical presence, and is finally authenticated by the reassuring
presence of the author’ (Meehan 2005, 2). The writers’ festival addresses the reader’s need
for ‘intimacy’ with the creator that is not provided in the commodified form of the book
(Meehan 2005, 3). In this experience, the literary text may become ‘subordinate,
redundant even’, while other factors ‘the dynamic interaction between the partners in
the exchange’ becoming increasingly important (Ommundsen 2009, 21). Much of the
satisfaction that audiences seek at a festival lies in the opportunity to witness the
authenticity of the author, ‘to see that the author exists, and that the book, the fiction, is
rooted in that reality’ (Meehan 2005, 4).
As the title of Funder’s 2007 article on the National Young Writers Festival (NYWF)
– ‘All bogans here’ – light-heartedly indicates, the expanding scope of writers’ festivals
from the large events of capital cities to smaller, interest group-driven events also indicates
a response to a broadening of the kinds of audiences that access the art of writing. At the
conclusion to her article, Funder writes: ‘Perhaps to be a bogan is to expect so little and
have so little expected of you that you define yourself by your lack of pretension. This is
not a bad place to make art from: social pretensions are not useful if you are trying to see
things for what they are’ (Funder 2007). This review of the NYWF puts it in contrast to the
traditional association of writers’ festivals with ‘high literature’, a point that is made in
relation to the declining distinction between popular fiction and literature. Stanbridge, for
instance, points out that in contemporary mega-bookstores such as Borders and Chapters,
popular fiction and literature sit side-by-side, so that one can find ‘Shakespeare and
Solzhenitsyn nestling only a few inches from Danielle Steel; Camus and Chekhov
surrounding Barbara Cartland; and Hardy and Hesse sharing space with Arthur Hailey.
This is no place for literary elitists’ (2002, 129).
The writers’ festival is also focused on the creative capacities of the reader, allowing
time and space for the reader to think, and the opportunity to participate in conversations
about writing, often directly with the writer, in the questions that follow a presentation.
We put this function of the writers’ festival beside Levine’s depiction of the expectations
of performing arts audiences prior to the modernist period, or beside the argument that it
was only in the early modern period that the expectation of silent reading began to
dominate. By doing so, we might conclude that writers’ festivals represent a return to an
earlier form of reading, in which the audience is expected to express opinion, emotion or
reflection directly to the author in a collective setting.
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Yet it is in relation to this function that scepticism of the festival begins to creep in.
When one of the researchers mentioned the present study to an acquaintance, the latter
responded – scornfully – with the view that such festivals should be re-named ‘readers’
festivals’ (see also Ommundsen 2009, 22). What this acquaintance may have been noting is
Meehan’s point that the ‘assault on the commodity’ that the festival represents ‘has become
a commodity in itself . . . The quest for authenticity has become the motor for a whole new
kind of literary performance, more heavily “constructed”, fictionalised, narrativised in some
ways, than the fictive texts themselves’ (Meehan 2005, 6). It is often remarked that the
publishing industry and the consumers of books now expect the author to be not only a writer
but a performer, with performance in radio and television shows and festivals augmenting
the industry’s promotion of the book. It is widely recognized that the growth of cultural
festivals both indicates and gives rise to a commercial function, and that this causes conflict
with the audience/consumer’s desire for ‘authenticity’ (Crespi-Vallbona and Richards
2007). Are writers’ festivals a necessary form of promotion in publishing, or are they
themselves the commercial product? If so, how does this affect the audience’s experience?
Many writers’ festivals have become both a necessary form of book promotion and a
commercial product in and of themselves. Alongside the traditional author discussion
panels, interviews, readings and book launches, event organizers schedule a wide scope of
ancillary events to attract the ‘tourist’ as much as the book lover. In 2009 the Melbourne
Writers Festival, for instance, included in its extensive program a series of walking tours of
Melbourne streets and lanes with a focus on particular books. Ostensibly to promote newly
established Arcade Publications, these excursions also functioned to provide a tourist view
of Melbourne in much the same way that commercial walking tours of, say, the historic
Queen Victoria Market operate as a tourist business. Indeed, the Festival formed links with a
commercial walking tour business Hidden Secrets Tours to facilitate this enterprise.
Research at the Eye of the Storm Writers Festival
In conceiving the research project described here, the research team sought both a festival
and a methodology that appeared to facilitate the ideal qualities of audience engagement
described above. The festival was the Eye of the Storm Writers Festival in Alice Springs,
Northern Territory (NT), at which the research team investigated the audience’s
expectations, and the extent to which these had been met. Of the many writers’ festivals
held in Australia in 2009, the Eye of the Storm was selected because its location and
organizers’ objectives appeared to foster the qualities of the audience experience
described in arts audience literature. It encouraged an active audience, a sense of
community, audience creativity, a perception of authenticity, and was held in a non-
traditional venue, as demonstrated by the diverse and interactive program that included a
tour of the surrounding Arrente country, a poetry slam, workshops on storytelling, book
binding and creative writing as well as a publication seminar. Organized by the NT Writers
Centre, Eye of the Storm is a sister-festival to WordStorm in Darwin. Eye of the Storm was
held for the first time in Alice Springs in 2009. The aim of the festival is partly to
‘highlight what is special about the Centre [of Australia]’ (Sandra Thibodeaux, Executive
Officer of the NT Writers Centre, quoted in Alice Springs News, 30 April 2009).
Alice Springs is a town of approximately 20,000 people, located 1300 kilometres from the
closest city, Adelaide, and 1500 kilometres from Darwin, the capital city of the Northern
Territory. Its small population and relative isolation bespoke a focus for the 2009 festival on
the local community. There were over one hundred audience members at the festival’s launch,
and approximately 30 to 40 people at each of its sessions. Many contributing writers arrived
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from other states and territories, but there was also a significant proportion of Territorians
amongst the writers. Those who arrived from elsewhere often began their presentations by
noting that they were in a ‘special place’ and amongst a special community. While it is
customary for presenters at festivals to politely express their pleasure in participating at the
event, the appreciation of presenters at the Eye of the Storm was clearly focused on the town
and its people, expressing their enjoyment of the specific audience Alice Springs offered.
Most sessions of the festival were held in the Olive Pink Botanic Gardens (Figure 1),
a large, informal garden of indigenous plants set against a backdrop of the town’s
extraordinary rock escarpment, and a 15-minute walk from the town centre. It was thus
hypothesized that the venue encouraged attendees to feel separated from the town and the
‘everyday’, and also challenged their expectations about appropriately designated spaces
for the consumption of literature. The location belied expectations that the festival was
principally driven by a commercial imperative from the town: opportunities for
commercial consumption were limited to the Gardens’ small cafe´ and an even smaller
independent bookseller’s stall.
Figure 1. Venue for sessions at the Eye of the Storm Festival, Olive Pink Botanic Gardens, Alice
Springs. (c) Gaylene Perry.
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Research was conducted by means of qualitative interviews with audience members
that investigated their purpose for choosing and attending the festival and the extent to
which their expectations were met.
Research results
The ALPC study mentioned earlier used questionnaires with a range of large and small
festivals across Australia to examine the role of public culture in constructions of
Australian literature (Ommundsen 2009). The questionnaire focused on eliciting such
information from festival audiences as the extent and kind of reading they undertook, the
literary events they participated in, and demographic information (Ommundsen 2009). To
complement that work, our study sought to elicit qualitative information about what
readers sought and experienced as festival audience members.
Over the course of a day, seven in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted
with audience members. While this number is small, it represents over 10% of the
audience members present on that day (approximately 50 people). Participants self-
selected and were asked by festival organizers to approach members of the research team,
and the interviews were conducted between festival sessions. The research team quickly
noted that many members of the audience were participating in the festival in some way
themselves, as writers (including student writers from the Northern Territory’s Batchelor
Institute), organizers or volunteer staff. In the interests of producing data from participants
who saw themselves principally as audience members, the research team avoided
including participants who were involved in the ‘supply’ side of the festival. A majority of
respondents to interviews were local to Alice Springs or the region around it. Three of the
interviewees lived interstate, but had come to Alice Springs for other reasons and used the
opportunity to attend the festival.
Seeking out the researchers at the conclusion of sessions or during times set aside for
refreshment, five women and two men responded to the organizers’ broadcast request for
interview participants. Two of the women were in their early twenties, with the remainder
of the group in the 45 plus age group. This gender spread is somewhat corroborated by the
wider festival survey results of the ALPC which suggest that 77% of overall festival
participants are women. This figure is reduced to 69% at more specialized festivals
targeting a younger audience such as St Kilda or the Emerging Writers festivals
(Ommundsen 2009, 28). In addition the age of our participants (71% post 45 years) is a
significant variation from the ALPC’s 64% (2009, 28), which may simply result from the
small sample. Alternatively, the unusual nature of the Eye of the Storm festival and the
apparent spontaneous nature of the attendance of some of the participants may suggest
other influences on this statistic. By likening their festival participation to attendance at a
‘conference’ and their admissions of the practice of writing (see below) our interviewees,
as confirmed also by the larger data pool of the ALPC, suggest a professional and literate
audience (Ommundsen 2009).
Interview participants all endeavoured earnestly to respond to the specific questions
asked by the researchers which centred around their reason for attending the Eye of the
Storm Festival, their expectations, whether audience members felt a sense of responsibility
to participate and in what form, their individual highlights of the festival and their
assessment of the opportunities provided for audience participation at the festival.
Generally, the responses were all within the parameters selected for research with a few
exceptions relating to respondents who volunteered information comparing the Alice
Springs festival with other larger festivals the respondents had attended (Adelaide,
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Melbourne, Sydney), always favourably, and the strong sense of place experienced in
Alice Springs and in particular at the marquee and its surrounds in Olive Pink Botanic
Gardens. Such responses reflect Keidan’s (2006) enhancement of the artistic exchange
through the perceived value of ‘real world’ venues.
The majority of respondents’ primary reason for attending the Eye of the Storm Writers
Festival, not surprisingly, centred around their desire to see writers and to listen to them talk
about their work: Kate Grenville, Arnold Zable and Kenny Laughton were specifically
named in this context. One respondent was happy to be introduced to writers that ‘I don’t
read, or haven’t read, up to this point’. Two described their engagement as catching up with
friends and contacts, doing some ‘networking’ and ‘comparing notes’: ‘a bit like a
conference really’. Another felt she was ‘meeting up with people with like minds’ due to
a strong sense of community: the ‘literary’ and ‘cultural’ and ‘vibrant’ art community she
had experienced in Alice Springs.
Two respondents confessed, somewhat shyly, to considering themselves to be writers and
to seeking insight into the writing process, and confirmation of the validity of their own
writing practices at the festival. ‘Just trying to get some kind of insight into what other people
write and read . . . and how they go about it; what their motivation is for writing,’ one
participant said. This attests to Sabto’s observation that one of the writers’ festival’s functions
is to encourage the creativity of its audience. Another interviewee, recently relocated to Alice
Springs, was keen to become involved with the local community. As an aspiring writer, she
wanted to ‘participate in the whole Alice Springs thing’ and saw the festival as one way of
fulfilling her desire. This comment suggests that to a subculture of Alice Springs residents,
the festival was seen as an important cultural event, reflecting Kirsner’s point that audience
members seek a sense of community from their audience experience. Many respondents had
a particular interest in the work of Indigenous writers, and two mentioned the work of the
creative writing students from Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education, with
whom they had worked in the past. They were keen to attend the launch of the writing
students’ anthology scheduled for the Saturday morning. Another respondent ‘works with
Aboriginal communities’, assisting them to build business opportunities.
When questioned about their own participation in festival events, all respondents felt
they made a contribution to the events they attended. Notably, audiences expected the
festival to deliver an interactive experience. Even when they considered their contribution
to be of a passive nature, of quietly listening and absorbing new ideas, participants
experienced a feeling of ‘communal dialogue’. When participants considered their response
to be outside the norm; for instance, they had not asked a question during a session or talked
directly with programmed writers, they felt obliged to explain this. It seemed they felt subtle
pressure to interact in a conventional sense with the writers, and when they did not do this, to
explain their choice. Possibly, our questioning generated this pressure. A respondent, who
suggested he did not come to question the writers at formal sessions, but found the
programmed events stimulating, later mused that he needed time to consider ways in which
he might engage with the ideas generated by the ‘communal dialogue’. Another seemed to
see workshop participation as a mark of being at one with the writing community: ‘I made
the decision that I’m not going to any workshops. I’m not a writer . . . I mean, I’ve done
writing in the past, but not creative writing necessarily. And so I wasn’t signing up for any
workshops, but I wanted to be part of the . . . more open forum kind of thing.’ Yet another
respondent finds it ‘tedious’ when audience members ‘just want to talk’. He suggested that
the responsibility of the audience is to ‘shut up and listen’.
Interviewees were sensitive to the perceived effect that reading a work aloud would have
on the writer’s sense of his/her own skill and success. One participant, unusually, commented
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on the engagement of the invited writers in a communal conversation with the audience,
suggesting that the writers might listen and then contribute to the discussion ‘so that it’s
something alive and evolving and . . . you move beyond the limits of the conversation that
was maybe initially set out. And I think you learn, everyone learns more and it’s much more
thought-provoking. And I’m sure it can be quite challenging too, for the writers themselves
. . . I imagine some of that at least would give them food for thought too.’ Such comments
provide evidence of the interactive participatory nature (in which interjections and responses
flow between writers and readers) of the ideal audience experience.
The venue received plaudits from most respondents, for the rugged beauty of the
surroundings, the relaxed atmosphere and accessibility of the invited authors, who had to
jostle and queue with members of the audience at meal breaks, and for a seat in the shade.
As reported by Sabto (1998) of young zine readers, and by Kirsner (2009) of artists, the
egalitarian nature of the interaction between writers and audience was keenly valued by
Eye of the Storm interviewees. Favourable comparisons were made between the Eye of the
Storm and large mainstream festivals in major capitals. These related to ease of parking,
varied and unique settings of individual events and accessibility of writers to the audience.
The Alice Springs festival ‘is not pretentious or flash’ but manages to accommodate a
range of people and ideas. One respondent also suggested that being some distance from
the town centre creates an atmosphere that accommodates this diverse audience,
‘including Indigenous people from out of town [and] a whole range of people right through
to academics at the local universities.’
Generally, respondents believed the festival was well organized and provided a unique
and enjoyable experience, though one suggested the marquee might have included side
curtains to keep out the (at times) cold wind, and complained about the necessity for
parallel sessions. The programming with its numerous free activities accommodated a
broad range of Alice Springs residents and visitors. A highlight, it seemed to the
researchers, was the Aboriginal WordnSongfest held on the Council lawns and billed as ‘a
feast of Indigenous music and writing’. This event in particular appeared to draw a large
Indigenous and family crowd not evident at events in the Olive Pink Botanic Gardens.
Discussion
The aim of this study is to examine the ways in which the audiences of literary festivals
share or depart from the characteristics identified as trends in arts audiences more broadly,
with the hypothesis that festivals provide opportunities for the desires of readers to be
fulfilled when the packaged form of the book and the solitary practice of reading represent
obstacles to such fulfilment. There are five ways in which the interview material
contributes a literary festivals’ perspective to the major themes in arts audience literature.
First, arts audience literature suggests that audiences seek experiences from the arts
that are distinct from the everyday consumption of industrial products. Without doubt,
books are an industrialized product, and barely existed prior to the invention of the
industrial printing press. However, the writers’ festival offers an opportunity to experience
literature in its pre-industrial form. From the audience perspective, it evokes the medieval
experience of being read aloud to, and offers time to reflect – a resource that is commonly
regarded as limited in contemporary society.
Secondly, the social context in which festivals take place is as important to festival
audiences as it is to arts audiences generally. Interviewees made frequent reference to
‘communal dialogue’ in their assessment of their experience, and one believed the ‘social
networking’ was an important contribution made by the festival.
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Thirdly, arts audience literature identifies the audience’s desire to experience ‘co-
creation’ or collaboration in the creation of the artwork. The opportunity for co-creation is not
obvious in the experience of print literature, as most reading takes place once the book has
been written, edited, designed, printed and published, and no further creative changes can be
made. Yet the audiences of writers’ festivals are clearly seeking the opportunity to be part of
an artistic community in which knowledge, advice and feedback are shared. The participant
who speculated that the writers involved learned something worthwhile from their interaction
with the audience illustrates this positive sense. The ALPC project found the majority of the
audience-respondents to their survey were writers themselves, which ‘may go some way
towards explaining why so many questions to authors at festivals are “how to” questions,
asking them to describe their techniques, work habits and dealings with agents and
publishers’ (Ommundsen 2009, 28). The small sample that participated in the current study
affirmed this as it included two writers. Given the research team’s effort to avoid interviewing
participants who were themselves presenting at the festival, this inclusion is significant.
Fourthly, the arts audience literature identified audiences’ desire for evidence of
authenticity from artists, or a belief in their work and a genuine interest in conveying it to a
broad public. Related to this desire is an expressed distaste for elitism and a sense that both
the artist and public should be motivated by the artistic qualities of the work rather than the
social status associated with its review or consumption. As a general phenomenon, writers’
festivals have not been successful in achieving this goal. Ommundsen interprets an interview
by Raimond Gaita, whom, she argues, sees festivals as ‘symptomatic of the very tendencies
. . . they seek to oppose: providing a light fare of anecdotes, celebrity worship and psycho-
babble they fail to engage with the “hard” issues of intellectual debate’ (Ommundsen 2009,
32). In our study, it was apparent that participants had selected the Eye of the Storm festival
rather than, say, the Melbourne Writers’ Festival or Adelaide Writers Week. They did so at
least partly with a belief that its location – many kilometres from a capital city and the media
and promotional opportunities that cities offer – mitigated against pretention, and promised
access to writers and other audience members with authentic literary interests.
Finally, place is clearly important to the audience at the Eye of the Storm festival, as it
is for contemporary arts audiences more broadly. This result indicates that the festival
offers an experience quite separate to the artform around which it is based, as literature
takes a commodified and transportable form and needs no specific place to deliver the
experience of reading. Alice Springs or specifically the Olive Pink Gardens were
mentioned by all of the interviewees as important to their experience of the festival: the
relative isolation of the town heightened their sense of being part of a community, and the
open and quintessentially Australian beauty of the gardens heightened the qualities of the
mostly Australian stories that were read from or discussed.
Conclusion
The field research described in this paper sought to elucidate the contradiction between
readers’ enjoyment of literary festivals and the solitary nature of the reading act. It has
instead generated data that implicate a wider social and cultural role for audience
participation in festivals than originally anticipated. The responses of our subjects indicate
that, as hypothesized earlier, writers’ festivals represent in some form a return to an earlier
pre-modern ‘reading’, in which the readership expects participation in the expression of
opinion, emotion or reflection directly to the author in a communal setting.
The experience of audiences at Eye of the Storm suggests that, consistent with
audience research around various other art forms, the writers’ festival encourages the
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audience participants’ own artistic activities, fosters a sense of cultural community and of
contribution to the writer’s work. Furthermore, festivals such as Eye of the Storm appeal to
the participants’ sense of egalitarianism, whereby they appreciate, even demand of the
writers, a demonstration of ‘authenticity’ through an inclusive and reciprocal experience.
Whether this is the case with other specialized, small literary festivals is a question to be
explored through further research.
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